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panes. Sephie's pale blue nightgown and flowing golden 
hair disappeared as wisps in the enfolding snow and dark- 
ness. 
I bounded down the stairs from the high attic, jumping 
from landing to landing as though the steps did not exist: 
My wife lay motionless upon the sofa, but my first thought 
flew to our daughter, who seemed to be in the greater 
danger. The kitchen door had been left ajar. The swirling 
leaves and snow had already piled up against the cabinets 
nearest the open doorway. I slid across the floor, nearly 
falling, for I had not stopped to put on shoes, nor to grab 
more than my thin flannel robe from the doorknob on my 
way out. In a moment I had to return, fetching the flash- 
light from a kitchen drawer, for I could not see beyond the 
shafts of yellow light thrown into the yard from the rear 
windows. 
The trail led out beyond the shallow swale and into the 
woods. The trees seemed huddled against an impending 
storm. What I followed was little more than a slight depres- 
sion in the soft snow. The vigorous wind had already 
rounded the edges of the furrowed trail and the accompa- 
nying sets of footprints on either side. The snow fell more 
copiously, in spite of the thicker woods and dense brush. I 
knew that if I returned to the house, to dress properly and 
to fetch a brighter lamp from the toolshed, the trail would 
vanish before I could return. I stopped for a moment to 
listen, and it was at that instant that the stabbing cold 
pierced my bare feet and travelled up to my trembling 
knees. 
I could only press on, hoping that an unfamiliarity with 
Helius' Copse and the burden of dragging along an unco- 
operative victim would slow the abductors until I reached 
them. What I would do then I didn't know, for my sole 
weapon was the failing, flickering flashlight that I squeezed 
in my numbing hand. 
The weakening spoors of the dark abductors reached a 
narrow burrow at the base of a dead oak and then stopped. 
I looked up, for it seemed to me that there was nowhere 
else they could have fled. The light from the torch illu- 
mined the eyes of a huge grey owl who looked down for a 
moment, but then turned his head away as though on a 
pivot, unconcerned with the weary world of man. If only 
it could speak! 
As methodically as I could manage, I branched outward 
from the snowless burrow in each of eight directions, 
always returning to the dark mound of earth to renew my 
bearings. But there was no new beginning to the trail a little 
further on as I had hoped. There was not a trace of pale 
blue torn from Sephie's night- gown, dangling from branch 
tip or thorn. The torch light did not illuminate a single 
strand of golden hair. I could only return to the house, 
I had been sining at the window seat up in the attic 
room, looking out the darkening glass. My back leaning up 
against the window well, my arms enfolded my knees and 
hugged them to my chest. The last I recalled, it had been 
the first morning of May. 
But now the trees were stripped, standing like naked 
old men, their arms reaching imploringly heavenward, 
lamenting their harsh treatment. They were so pitiable, 
outlined against the silence of the twilit sky. Where in the 
springtime the nest of mourning doves had rested in a fork 
of the great ash tree directly outside the window, concealed 
in the new, sharp-edged foliage, there remained now only 
the empty swirl of sticks and grass. The nest tottered 
precariously in the breeze, like an old gray hat lodged there 
by the first blasts of the winter wind. 
My glance followed the upward arch of the attic win- 
dow and went out past the overhanging eaves, settling upon 
the darkening bowl of sky. Directly overhead and all to the 
east, the sky had turned a deep shade of purple: dark as the 
glistening hue of jet black satin, the raiment of ravens. The 
color trailed eastward to a rich indigo, then through all the 
shades of blue from the deepest to the palest, approaching 
a smoky whiteness where the sky dropped nearer to the 
horizon. And there, where the bowl of night, upturned, 
touched the table of the earth, a streak of glowing red 
stretched from north to south, outlining the worn curves 
of the somnolent hills. 
My eyes traced upwards again to behold, in the darkest 
part of the sky overhead, the first gleaming pinpoints of 
the wintry stars. Against the deepening sky the dimming 
outlines of the forlorn ash tree remained, as though rooting 
the sky in the earth. The underside of the great tree's limbs 
smouldered faintly with the last of the sun's fire, its upper 
branches submerged and disappearing like veins into the 
dark skin of night. 
The clouds of my breath had begun frosting over the 
panes, and a chill swirled in under the sill. Like fine white 
ash from the spent star-fires, a light snow began descending 
in whirling columns. I watched it accumulate on the out- 
stretched branches and, down in the yard, the fine snow 
covered the mounds of leaves and tangled grass and fallen 
flowers. A circle of brown earth remained at the base of the 
ash tree, but outwards, beyond the reach of its snow-snar- 
ing branches, the white shroud unfurled and settled over 
everything. 
It was against this overwhelming whiteness that I saw 
two hunched, black-cowled figures shambling across the 
yard, our daughter supported limply between them, her 
fair ankles trailing through the mounting snow. 
Springing to my feet, I pounded against the unyielding 
casement, my useless screaming muffled behind the frosted 
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Always my mind returned to that narrow burrow at 
the base of the tree where the abductors' trail dissolved. 
Finally, all other possibilities exhausted, I trudged out to 
the copse on a Sunday afternoon, a long-handled shovel 
resting on my shoulder. In case the task should take me 
longer than I knew to recognize my foolishness, I brought 
along a knapsack of hastily-constructed sandwiches and a 
kerosene-burning camping lantern. 
Signs abounded that the winter's grip was loosening: 
the deepest snow remained in only the sunless lees of the 
trees and small rises. Each of my earlier footprints became 
distorted into lobed ovals of brown, fragrant earth. Even 
the oaks, at last, had released their leaves, the sun burning 
the dark shapes into the remaining patches of crusted snow. 
Yet the icy grip on my heart, part despair and part terror, 
did not relinquish its hold. 
The digging required more effort than I had imagined, 
for the ground remained frozen. I needed an axe more than 
a shovel. But, as I widened and deepened the opening to the 
burrow, the earth grew softer and the shovel scooped up a 
full load. 
All at once, a section of the opening gave way, and the 
edge of the pile of upturned earth slumped and cascaded 
into the dark hole. This was no animal's burrow, I realized. 
I lighted the lantern and stooped down to examine the 
newly-formed pit. It was no mere cavity, but rather a cave. 
The lantern revealed a sloping rampway descending into 
the earth. Not altogether successful attempts had been 
made to form the slope into steps with rows of stones and 
decayed timbers. But the earth had spilled over the edges 
of most of these makeshift steps, so that they became more 
like obstacles than aids to descent. 
At the foot of this crumbling walkway I looked back 
to see the circle of pale sky criss-crossed by the limbs and 
branches of the dead oak beneath which I must now 
penetrate deeper into the cave passage. 
The tangle of roots directly below the rotting trunk of 
the oak revealed that someone had passed through them 
lightless winter. She barely moved at all, allowing the house 
to lapse into such an untidy state that I wondered how she 
could bear to look at it all day long. Her houseplants had 
also succumbed to her own depressed moodiness. Once her 
pride throughout the glum season - when she had a bulb 
or cutting scheduled to flower successively so that no day 
was without its fresh bloom - the tiers of plants died one 
by one for want of attention, nourishment, and even water. 
The windows now seemed overgrown with black, twisting 
tendrils -as though the ensnaring bramble from the tticket 
had gained entrance to the house and, finding its stifling 
atmosphere conducive, took the place of every thriving, 
healthy thing, choking the life out of them and twining 
round their yellowed husks. The bleakness and barrenness 
became unbearable to me. I had to maintain my search: for 
fear that I, too, would be enmeshed in the stultifying 
despair that had settled over our house like the endless 
snow of an endless winter. 
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The police, I was certain, had merely buried their scant 
notes in a dusty file and washed their hands of the case. The 
lack of motive puzzled them, but not so much as the 
absence of any ransom demand had done. It remained a case 
on which they could get no firm grip. Their love of tidiness 
and answered questions caused them to lose interest rather 
quickly. Demi and I were left to follow our own hunches 
concerning the abduction of our daughter without inter- 
ference from the local constabulary. That was as much as 
they could do for us, for, without a note of ransom, higher 
officialdom had no cause to intervene. 
After her initial fury and frantic snatching after the least 
straw, Demi lapsed into a grief so sullen and inextinguish- 
able, even by cataracts of tears, that her health began to fail. 
The doctors were little more help than the police had been. 
Demi's appetite languished, and her interest flagged in all 
things, even in her basic grooming. Her soft auburn hair 
became a matted tangle. The only medicine, I realized, 
would be the return of our daughter to her. Failing that, I 
knew I should lose them both. 
I had, of course, not a single hunch to pursue - only an 
uncannily overpowering sense of deja vu that did not give 
me a moment's repose, either sleeping or waking. Perhaps 
the vague fears that are ever on a parent's mind concerning 
the welfare of their child had worn a groove in my con- 
sciousness. Now that the dread event had ta.ken place, my 
fears played over and over again, engendering that false 
sense of having endured it all before, uncounted times. I 
was unable to escape the ever-deepening trench of these dire 
thoughts. Over and over they played, until I came to think 
that this is what I had always done during the long winters: 
to search endlessly and almost hopelessly for the radiance 
and beauty that had been stolen from our lives, following 
a trail gone cold, looking for a pair of kidnappers as murky 
and nebulous as the night upon which they had chosen to 
destroy our lives. 
I am certain that it was due to the innumerable hours I 
spent combing the snow-clotted woods, but I never recalled 
a winter so cold and so snowy. After hastily preparing 
dinner for myself and Demi - I think she hardly took a 
single mouthful during the day - there was not a night or 
weekend on which I did not traipse out through the frozen 
swale and wander about the copse beyond until I had barely 
the strength to return to the house. Demi did not speak a 
word to me any longer. She merely searched my face for 
some trace of lighted hope in my eyes, indicating that I had 
found some small clue: some twisted branch previously 
overlooked, some odd footprint fossilized in the frozen 
mud along the creek. But when she noted only the despair 
I could no longer conceal, her own fire went out, her face 
falling expressionless and pale as before. 
I understood that I must accomplish something 
quickly. Demi would not endure the remainder of this 
following the hazy light of the kitchen window around the 
obstacles to a straight course, snagging myself here and 
there on the clutching bramble. 
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buried .  
Yet, even as my food was depleted and the last of the 
smoky torches was about to flicker out with no means of 
relighting it, I could not abandon hope altogether. From 
time to time I came upon small vessels that, while broken, 
still contained a few draughts of water or a sort of bitter 
mead in their curved fragments. These were the signs I 
needed to press on: that someone, even in his carelessness, 
was sustaining me in my search for Sephie. But more 
encouraging still were the brief sounds that occasionally 
wafted towards me on the stale wind of the tunnels. Most 
difficult to get a fix on were the deep murmuring voices, 
nearly intelligible at times, which only frustrated me by 
dissolving into low, growling rumbles. I felt these sounds 
as much as heard them, and they seemed so often like 
nothing more than thundering digestive reverberations 
within the earth's entrails. I could not follow them to a 
source, for they seemed to emanate from the very walls. 
More clearly did I hear a faint soughing that was now 
before me. The sound began abruptly and trailed away 
fitfully, so that upon its next utterance the deep sighing was 
behind me. I wondered whether the noise I was following 
was not merely that of the wind descending through an old 
well or cleft in the rock, and channeled, through constric- 
tion of the passage, into a higher and more human pitch. 
I had ta.ken so many wrong turns, over and over, that I 
began to despair of ever finding the source of the faint 
wailing. The more I sought it, the more it eluded me. Once, 
particularly certain that I was on the right track, I merely 
found myself at the dead-end of a tunnel. I pounded the 
rough-hewn walls with my fists and screamed aloud, as 
much in pain as in anger. My voice was swallowed up in 
the maze of corridors. But, as though in response to my 
crying out, the mysterious soughing grew louder, and it 
was now punctuated with deep sobbing. 
Chance more than direction led me to a small, sooty 
room where a torch still flickered; primeval shadows pur- 
sued one another across the jagged walls. On a low cot sat 
Sephie, her knees tucked up to her chin. I could not tell 
what was filth and what shadow on her face. The pale blue 
gown she wore on the night of her abduction was but a 
tatter of stained cloth. 
Sephie ran into my arms with a force that nearly 
toppled both of us. The weak light accented the hollows of 
her dirty face; the tears streamed down in muddy rivulets. 
Her eyes cowered in their deepened sockets, like tiny 
creatures fearful of discovery, but they gleamed now and 
then with the yellowish light of the failing torches. I placed 
my damp jacket across her nearly naked shoulders. Soon 
her eyes burned with the customary lustre of their own 
light. The cavelike room became filled with it, and warmth 
returned to my shrivelled heart and shivering limbs. 
She had been returned to us! 
I certainly had no plan in mind to get us out of the 
twisted spiral of passages to the world above; I knew only 
that we had better begin while our strength remained. I 
instructed Sephie to gather up whatever patches of clothing 
The food in my backpack ran out, even with careful 
apportioning, after three days - or what had seemed like 
three days. The lantern, even sparingly used, lasted only a 
day longer. I resorted to using the stubs of rag-wound 
torches that the denizens of this underground hole had left 
behind. For most of the way, I merely stumbled along, 
feeling and listening for anything out of the ordinary. Even 
now I think it a wonder that I did not simply wander 
among the labyrinthine, serpentine passageways until I 
collapsed from hunger and starved. I was, in fact, already 
earlier. Many of the roots had been snapped off and lay on 
the floor of the round-walled passageway. And there, 
adhering to a dried root protruding from the wall, was a 
torn fragment of pale blue flannel: our first sign of hope 
since the beginning of this longest of winters. 
I began to hyperventilate in my excitement, breathing 
in the damp, slightly foul air. I could not say that the air 
was truly fetid. Rather, the air smelled fecund: like mush- 
rooms and damp leaves: like things about to sprout from 
dormant, fertile earth. There was the hint of the rottenness 
that engendered such fecundity, but it did not overwhelm, 
it seemed to me, unless my mind inclined toward despair. 
At such moments, and there were many, I could barely 
force myself to swallow another breath, until my lungs 
were about to burst and I grew light-headed. 
The light-devouring tunnel spiralled downward and 
inward upon itself; I wondered that I should not come out 
again near where I had entered. The way was marked only 
occasionally by any note- worthy variations: small alcoves, 
sufficient for a figure of full height to stand erect and not 
be noticed until it was too late, and larger open spaces that 
gave one the impression of rooms, though to what purpose 
I could not imagine. At the floor of the alcoves, which I 
supposed to be guard stations, were the impressions of bare 
feet in the dirt which betrayed a heavy, weary shuffling 
back and forth. The inner corners of these alcoves had been 
filled with fragments of nutshells and the butts of crude, 
hand-rolled cigarettes .. 
Several of the rooms retained articles of rough furniture 
simply hewn from stumps or woven from branches bound 
together with vine and coarsely-braided hemp. There were 
many mismatched chairs, long trestle tables and benches, 
and a few beds with mats of straw and leaves. My heart 
ached to think of our tender daughter slumped or spread 
out upon one of these devices, her skin scraped by the 
rough bark that still clung to the clumsily constructed 
furniture. 
But at least it was not a totally blackened world. There 
were places in the walls for small torches to be placed. The 
smudgy detritus of oily smoke curled up the walls and 
across the earthen ceiling. Someone had even made rudi- 
mentary attempts at forming lamp-stands of clay and stone 
to hold the torches. I was relieved to think that Sephie had 
not spent all her time in utter darkness. I became grateful 
as well for the moments of light that thinking of her 
brought to this sunless abode. 
"Yes, Daddy. They'd be in big trouble if they didn't 
deliver me on time. Oh, Daddy," Sephie said, pausing to 
sigh. It was an exhalation of such sadness that it made me 
shiver, and it nearly extinguished our frail torch. 
"Daddy, I have eaten of the food of the dead. It was most 
deceptive, for it was not something sick and rotten. It was 
a honey-sweet pomegranate. But I did not eat the whole 
thing, or else I would have had to spend all my\iays here 
below. But, it is bad enough that I must spend a third of 
each year in the realm of the dead." • 
"But ... But that is like the myth of ... of ... " 
"Of Demeter and Persphone. But it is no mere myth, 
Daddy. As long as there is someone to believe in the gods, 
then they exist, just as we conceive of them. And we, the 
players, we are different people in each age, but the story 
of our lives proceeds in ageless fashion. Didn't you suspect 
anything from our names, Daddy?" 
"No, Sephie, why should I? It seemed natural to me that 
a woman named Demeter should have a daughter called 
Persephone. Your mother recounted the myth for me and 
we did not even argue about how we would name you. It 
seemed only too natural." 
"Come on, Daddy. We are almost there. Please, I did 
not mean to hurt you. I asked for the gift of forgetfulness 
for you: a cup of water from the Lethe, a spring far, far 
below. I did not want you to go through the pain, as mother 
does, of knowing that each autumn I must descend to the 
frightful abode of my frightful husband." 
"Your husband?" I asked, not really wishing to know. 
Sephie nodded, sadly. "Yes," she said. "Surely you have 
heard of Hades?" 
Our guides now stood to one side, each into an alcove 
in the damp earth, their threadbare cowls pulled forward 
and their eyes shut. The torch went out from the rush of 
air. I could see the makeshift stairs and the gray oval of light 
from the world above. Sephie and I let go of one another 
and began running along the last of the tunnels. We 
bounded up the stairs. 
The world I had left weeks ago smelled no less decayed 
than the underworld out of whose chasm we had just 
climbed. There was neither patch of blue nor puff of white 
in the sky, only an overspreading grayness, like a shroud. 
The dead leaves had piled up at the entrance to the nether- 
world. There was not even the tiniest sprout of green to 
signal the progression into spring. The grass and trees were 
as dead as before; not even a drab wren was to be seen 
darting among the limbs of the shrivelled woods. 
But as Sephie ascended the crumbling steps and I gave 
her my hand to help her out of the hole, a ray of sunlight 
stroked her hair, spilling down through a crack in the stony 
clouds. The edifice of dull sky soon fell to pieces and a 
torrent of blue washed across the horizon. Birds seemed to 
sprout from the swelling buds of the branches; their song 
filled the air. 
A rush of cold air churned past us, sweeping the fallen 
leaves into the hole and concealing it once more. As Sephie 
stepped lightly in the depressions my heavy boots made in 
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and scraps of food lay about. 
"Don't eat that, Daddy!" she screamed, startling me to 
the extent that I dropped the over-ripe, half-eaten fruit on 
the grimy table. As I turned to her for an explanation, I saw 
that her shouting had brought us unwanted attention. 
At first I saw only four dully glowing, jaundiced eyes, 
one pair to either side of the arched entrance. As the light 
fell upon them I could make out their essential human 
forms, wrapped in filthy rags and each holding a long 
wooden staff. Their faces remained in the shadows of their 
cowls, but what I noticed of their skin appeared pasty and 
sickly and fully what one might expect of troglodytes on 
whom a single splotch of sun had never fallen. I was 
overwhelmed by the impression that the two figures were 
little more than masses of rotten fruit in human form. 
I waited for them to make the slightest motion in our 
direction. The flashlight was useless now except as a 
weapon, and I slowly retrieved it from the edge of the table. 
"There'll be no need for that,• one of them rasped. "We 
are here to lead you out. The time has come for her to 
return." 
In unison they raised their rag-Or-aped arms and, bow- 
ing, waved us toward the entrance. Sephie quickly gathered 
the remaining food and clothing into my canvas sack. I 
slipped the more brightly burning of the gunering torches 
from its sconce and held it to one side to avoid being 
blinded by its nimbus of light. 
"I'd like to know what's going on here," l demanded. 
The pale-skinned figures shrank back from the torch, 
like glutinous termites recoiling in agony from even a 
momentary exposure to the healthful sun. 
"Neither you nor we are makers of the agreement; nor 
are we even parties to it," they responded. "Your daughter 
is the only person of any concern here, and it is time she 
was returned to the world of light. We do not wish a repeat 
of the problems encountered upon last year's delay in 
returning her to her mother. And kindly keep that torch 
back, if you don't mind." 
"Her mother? Last year?" I asked, but the cowled 
figures only motioned us into the corridor and led us on. 
They remained several paces ahead, in order to be well out 
of range of the torch's heat and light. 
"Sephie, what is this? What's going on? And what has 
your mother got to do with any of this?" I had placed my 
arm around her shoulder, but she did not seem to require 
my bearing her up. Her strength and lithesomeness in- 
creased with each step we took. "Sephie, answer me." 
"I did not want to say anything, Daddy - last winter, I 
mean. I knew the hour was drawing near, but you seemed 
to have forgonen, and I did not want to make you sad. It 
pains me to leave you alone like that. I had hoped Mama 
would have told you." 
The troglodytes signalled their turning into an ever- 
narrowing passage with a very steep downward incline. It 
is not the way I would have chosen. 
"Are they leading us the right way?" I asked. 
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I could not recall how long I had been sitting at the 
window seat up in the attic room, looking out through the 
darkening glass. I leaned against the window well, my arms 
enfolding my knees and hugging them to my chest. The 
last I remembered, it had been the first night of an endless 
winter longago. · 
and wrapped myself up in a knitted blanket. I sat at the 
window seat. 
The sunlight felt like a transfusion of life into my aching 
body. I slid open the the heavy casement, allowing the 
freshened air to replace the stale odor of the attic room. As 
much as the sunlight did, the sound of Demi 'sand Sephie's 
splashing and laughing brought a smile to my gray, stony 
face. 
A while later, Demi brought me a cup of tea made with 
spring water, steeping rosehips and lemongrass, and sweet- 
ening it with honey. She enfolded me in her rediscovered 
smile. She rubbed my back vigorously, and told me that 
soon there would be enough hot water to draw another 
bath. She went out noiselessly; I did not notice her going. 
I took a long sip of the aromatic tea. 
the soggy earth, tender grass and the first flowers sprang 
forth. The air became scented with them. There were 
crocuses and irises and hyacinths following upon each 
footfall; then lilies and narcissus and violets. The leaves on 
the trees and bushes shot forth with an audible rustling. By 
the time we reached our house at the edge of the copse and 
across the gurgling swale, the air itself seemed green with 
pollen. The fragrance was nearly overwhelming. 
Demi waited in the doorway, eyes looking out blankly 
from their shadowed recesses. But as she saw Sephie and 
· me returning, her face lit up to rival the sunshine. She ran 
to Sephie with arms outstretched, eager to take her daugh- 
ter to herself. In their long embrace they danced about one 
another. The swirls of Sephie's tattered gown spun out- 
ward, touching everything in the garden and urging it 
fonh. Roses sprang from among the trellis of thorns, and 
buds appeared among the bramble and bushes. I grew dizzy 
trying to keep my eyes on the spinning pair. 
As they entered the house the spindly plants in the long- 
sunless windows strengthened and bloomed again. Demi 
led Sephie to the upstairs bathroom. They spoke hardly a 
word, for their conversation was all glances and caresses. 
As Demi drew a soapy bath for Sephie, I went upstairs 
to the attic. I removed my foul-smelling jacket and clothes 
